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New Questions: Social Media and Politics

• Political polarization
• Political participation
• Confidence in democratic institutions
• Echo chambers/filter bubbles
• Foreign influence campaigns
• Online harms
• Identifying the veracity of news
• Algorithms & political extremism (“rabbit holes”)



New Data, New Methods

• Driven by massive increases in computing power
• Data

• Enormous datasets from digital trace data
• Linked data: surveys, digital trace data, administrative 

data
• Methods

• Text/Images as data
• Machine learning
• AI – Large language models (LLMs) – Chatbots



Conventional Wisdom vs. Social Science 
Research
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What We Think We Know is Not Always the Case I:
Hate Speech and the 2016 Election

Conventional Wisdom



What We Think We Know is Not Always the Case I:
Hate Speech and the 2016 Election

Social Science Research 
on 1.2 Billion Tweets 
over two years: 
Hate speech is bursty, 
but was not increasing 
over time from 2015-17

Siegel, Nikitin, Barberá, Sterling, Pullen, Bonneau, Nagler, and Tucker 2021 (QJPS)



What We Think We Know is Not Always the Case II:
Do Your Own Research

• Conventional Wisdom: Search for more information



What We Think We Know is Not Always the Case II:
Do Your Own Research

Social Science Research: 
Searching for information 
online makes people 
more likely to believe 
false news is true 

Aslett, Sanderson, Goedel, Persily, Nagler, and Tucker (under review at Nature)



What We Think We Know is Not Always the Case III:
YouTube’s Algorithm

Conventional 
wisdom: Algorithm 
leads to extremist 
content



What We Think We Know is Not Always the Case III:
YouTube’s Algorithm

Conventional wisdom: 
Algorithm leads to 
extremist content

Social science research: 
“Rabbit holes” are 
quite rare

Brown, Bisbee, Lai, Bonneau, Nagler, and Tucker (nd, under review)



Social Media and Politics: The Challenges

• 21st Century Social Science  Lab Based Social Science
• But the funding structures are not there

• Data 
• “Owned” by private actors  very different from previous 

generations of social science research 
• Social media research  data access ultimately at the whim of the 

platforms
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